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The Impact of Sexual Initiation and
Motivation on Couples’ Sexual Frequency
Bethany A. Jorgensen
Brigham Young University

For couples, motivations for sexual intimacy, initiation
attempts at sexual intercourse, and the desired frequency of
sexual intercourse can impact the relational outcomes of a
relationship. Emotional intimacy, sexual satisfaction, and
relationship satisfaction are closely intertwined for couples and
can play a significant role in the dynamics of their relationship.
This literature review first discusses sexual initiation and
its impact on sexual frequency and then the connection of
motivation on the emotional climate of sexual intimacy and
couples’ sexual frequency.
Maintaining a healthy sex life is an important part of
having a healthy relationship. Couples who maintain
satisfying sex lives report being happier (McNulty et
al., 2016; Kashdan et al., 2018), experiencing long-term
relationship satisfaction, and having greater marital
stability (Blumenstock & Papp, 2017; Karimi et al., 2019;
McNulty et al., 2016). One of the possible reasons for these
outcomes of sex for couples could be the hormones that are
released during and after sex (Khajehei & Behroozpour,
2018; Ulmer-Yaniv et al., 2016). After sexual intercourse,
endorphins are released, which makes couples feel
happier; the release of oxytocin helps couples to feel more
connected. Sexual intimacy and relationship satisfaction are
two elements of relationships that are closely intertwined
(McNulty et al., 2016; Yoo et al., 2014). Partner sexual
satisfaction can lead both to one’s own sexual satisfaction
and to greater relationship satisfaction (Gewirtz-Meydan
& Finzi-Dottan, 2018; Hogue et al., 2019; McNulty
et al., 2016; Muise et al., 2017). Generally, lower sexual
desire discrepancy leads to greater sexual satisfaction and
relationship satisfaction (Shrier & Blood, 2016; Willoughby
et al., 2014). Since couples tend to feel happier, more
connected, and more satisfied with their relationships
after participating in this bonding experience (Khajehei
& Behroozpour, 2018; Ulmer-Yaniv et al., 2016), sexual
intimacy can play a significant role in a couple’s overarching
relationship dynamic.
An understudied element of sexual intimacy within
couples is the role of partner sexual initiation on a couple’s
relationship (Coffelt & Hess, 2015; Leavitt & Willoughby,
2014). An attempt to be physically intimate is described as
a signal from one partner seeking to be physically intimate
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with the other at a time when sexual behaviors are not
currently in progress and in a situation where the partner
recognizes that his or her attempt may or may not be
accepted by the other partner (Gonzalez-Rivas & Peterson,
2018; Leavitt & Willoughby, 2014). Individuals can initiate
sexual activity through various means, such as nonverbal
communication, indirect verbal communication, and direct
verbal communication (Coffelt & Hess, 2015; Stephens &
Eaton, 2014). When partners view an initiation attempt
to be sexually intimate as coercive and feel undue pressure
to accept, relationship satisfaction may decrease. However,
an initiation attempt that is viewed as a representation of
sexual desire shows increases in relationship satisfaction
(Leavitt & Willoughby, 2014).
Sexual coercion, the negative type of initiation, has been
studied extensively and refers to any behavior used by one
person to make another unwillingly participate in vaginal,
oral, or anal sex by pressuring non-verbally, verbally, or
physically (Bagwell-Gray et al., 2015; He et al., 2013).
In some cases, coercion can be a manner of perception;
what one person may see as coercive may not be viewed
as coercive by another (Leavitt & Willoughby, 2014).
Research has shown that women are more often the victims
of sexual coercion than men and that people see coercion as
having a more harmful effect when it is used by men toward
women (Leavitt & Willoughby, 2014; Stephens & Eaton,
2014). Women are more likely to comply in situations of
unwanted sex because they feel a sense of obligation toward
their partner (Kluck et al., 2018; Willoughby et al., 2014).
Another variable that can be linked to positive or negative
outcomes in a relationship is a couple’s sexual expectations,
which may also impact the number of initiation attempts
in a relationship. Generally, men tend to expect more
frequent sexual intercourse in a relationship than women
(Willoughby et al., 2014) whereas women tend to focus less
on frequency and to expect more meaningful connection,
emotional vulnerability, and open communication from
a sexual experience (Leavitt et al., 2019a). Discrepancy
between what partners expect in a sexual relationship and
what actually occurs can cause couples to be unhappy
with their relationship or can be a catalyst to improve the
relationship (Willoughby et al., 2014). Couples can use the
discrepancy as a motivator to improve their relationship by
1
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learning more about each other and ways to compromise.
Finding a compromise in terms of frequency by being
more sensitive to the needs and desires of their spouses
and perceiving initiative actions more positively will create
greater intimacy within the relationship.
Although relationship satisfaction is influenced by many
factors, the manner in which partners initiate sexual
intimacy and their motivation for doing so may play a
significant role in the emotional dynamic of the relationship
because sexual and relationship expectations are based on
initiation and motivation, which can set the emotional
climate of sexual intimacy and influence relationship
satisfaction. This literature review first discusses sexual
initiation and its impact on sexual frequency and then the
connection of motivation to the emotional climate of sexual
intimacy and couples’ sexual frequency.
The Impact of Initiation on Sexual Frequency
Before initiating sexual intimacy, couples usually follow a
sexual script. A sexual script demonstrates “what behavior
is expected and acceptable in various sexual and relation
situations” (Emmers-Sommer, 2015, p. 265). The sexual
script generally starts with priming messages. The partner
desiring to have sex uses priming messages, such as a
lingering kiss or a compliment on their looks, to test the
waters to see if the other is open to sexual activity. The
other partner may reply with one of three possible types
of synchronizing messages. The first is in-synch messages,
which show acceptance through verbal or nonverbal
movements or verbal messages that propel the sexual
episode (Coffelt & Hess, 2015). The second is token
acceptance messages—those messages of compliance
usually given by wives who do not want to participate
in sexual activity but will agree to do so to please their
husband (Coffelt & Hess, 2015; Hogue et al., 2019; Kluck
et al., 2018). The third is out-of-synch messages that are
used to decline the attempts at sexual intimacy (Coffelt &
Hess, 2015). By following a similar script, one partner can
communicate their desires to partake in sexual intimacy
and the other can recognize and accept or decline the bid
for sexual relations. These scripts can help couples to clearly
communicate their sexual desires with each other, though
sometimes the script comes across fuzzily, which often
causes other relational problems.
A person’s gender is a variable that can influence the
scripts or initiation patterns that they choose to use.
Generally, men are the initiators of sexual intimacy and
do so in a direct fashion (Gonzalez-Rivas & Peterson,
2018; GrØntvedt et al., 2015; Leavitt & Willoughby, 2014;
Stephens & Eaton, 2014). By contrast, women usually
take on a more passive role and are viewed as the receivers
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/familyperspectives/vol1/iss2/5

or gatekeepers of sex (Gonzalez-Rivas & Peterson, 2018;
Kluck et al., 2018; Leavitt & Willoughby, 2014; Stephens
& Eaton, 2014). Even though men are usually the initiators
of sex, women are more likely to initiate sexual intimacy
if they have higher sexual desire and a positive partner
bond (GrØntvedt et al., 2015). When initiating sex, women
tend to use less direct means of communication, such as
eye contact, to convey their desire for sex; this less direct
method can often lead to miscommunication or the
disregarding of women’s wishes (Emmers-Sommer, 2015;
Kluck et al., 2018). Additionally, women are more likely to
comply with their partner’s requests for sex than men, even
if it is unwanted, because women feel that it is their right
or obligation (Emmers-Sommer, 2015; Kluck et al., 2018;
Willoughby et al., 2014). Therefore, if a person adheres to
these trends, their gender can influence both the way that
they view sexual intercourse and the ways and frequency
they employ in choosing to initiate it.
According to research done among couples in North
America, one of the possible reasons for the gender
difference in sexual intercourse initiation is that this region
has a traditional heterosexual script that dictates culturally
determined norms for how each gender should initiate
sexual intimacy (Emmers-Sommer, 2015; GonzalezRivas & Peterson, 2018). According to this script, men
are supposed to be proactive in dating and sexual contexts
and therefore are encouraged to initiate sexual encounters
whereas women are portrayed as reactive and are supposed
to accept the bids for sexual interaction (Emmers-Sommer,
2015; Kluck et al., 2018). Therefore, this cultural script
could play a role in the gender trends for the initiation of
sexual intercourse in the North American region.
In addition to gender influences, couples’ initiation attempts
at sexual intercourse and the emotional climate of a
relationship is another factor (Gewirtz-Meydan & FinziDottan, 2018; Willoughby et al., 2014; Yoo et al., 2014).
When couples experience satisfying sexual interactions
that help partners to emotionally connect, they tend to
have greater emotional intimacy (Gewirtz-Meydan &
Finzi-Dottan, 2018; Leavitt et al., 2019a; Leavitt et al.,
2019b; Yoo et al., 2014). Especially in the case of women,
this added meaning of the emotional connection and
quality communication are associated with greater sexual
satisfaction and better sexual experiences (GrØntvedt et
al., 2015; Leavitt et al., 2019a). Also, couples who report
experiencing love, intimacy, and commitment show greater
sexual satisfaction overall (GrØntvedt et al., 2015). By
contrast, couples who are unhappy with the frequency of
sexual interactions generally experience less relationship
satisfaction, less emotional stability, and higher amounts
of conflict (Hogue et al., 2019; Muise et al., 2017;
Willoughby et al., 2014). Therefore, emotional intimacy,
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sexual satisfaction, and relationship satisfaction, along with
gender, are variables that are closely intertwined for couples
and associated with sexual frequency (Gewirtz-Meydan
& Finzi-Dottan, 2018; Leavitt et al., 2019a; Leavitt et al.,
2019b; Yoo et al., 2014).
Motivation for Sexual Intimacy
Individuals may be motivated to engage in sexual
relations for a multitude of reasons. Gender can also play
a part in sexual motivation. Generally, men’s reasons for
initiating sexual intercourse is their greater level of sexual
desire (Busby et al., 2019; Gonzalez-Rivas & Peterson,
2018), their desire to release sexual tension (Busby et al.,
2019; GrØntvedt et al., 2015), and their self-perceived
independence in being able to initiate (GrØntvedt et al.,
2015). Women often pursue sex to receive love, to express
intimacy, and to contribute to their partner’s satisfaction
(GrØntvedt et al., 2015; Kluck et al., 2018). Therefore, a
person’s gender is often related to their motivation for
sexual intimacy.
Another motivating factor for couples to participate in
sexual intimacy is their religious beliefs about the spiritual
meanings of sex. Religiosity is an element that can inform
sexual meaning or attitudes and has been linked to a
positive valuation of sexual intimacy (Hardy & Willoughby,
2017; Leonhardt et al., 2019). For example, one way that
religion can positively impact how religious couples view
sexual intimacy is the concept of sexual sanctification.
Sexual sanctification is the belief in a spiritual component
to sexuality and the view that it is consecrated by God
(Hernandez-Kane & Mahoney, 2018; Leonhardt et al.,
2019). Therefore, couples who view sexual intimacy as
a God-given spiritual endeavor may be more motivated
to engage in regular sexual intercourse. Researchers have
found that those who believe in sexual sanctification early
on in marriage experience more frequent sexual intercourse,
greater sexual satisfaction, and increased marital satisfaction
one year later (Hernandez-Kane & Mahoney, 2018;
Leonhardt et al., 2019).
A third motivating factor for couples to participate in
sexual intimacy is a partner’s desire to meet the other’s
sexual needs. This phenomenon is often referred to as sexual
communal motivation. Theories about sexual communal
motivation suggest that responsiveness to a partner’s sexual
needs can benefit the overall romantic relationship and is
associated with higher sexual desire and satisfaction over
time when it is done out of a genuine desire to meet the
partner’s needs while not neglecting the individual’s needs
(Gewirtz-Meydan & Finzi-Dottan, 2018; Hogue et al.,
2019; Muise et al., 2017). This communal desire can also
help partners who desire less frequent sex to focus on the
Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 2020

benefits of having sex with their partner and less on the
costs (Gewirtz-Meydan & Finzi-Dottan, 2018; Hogue
et al., 2019). Couples who engage in sexual communal
motivation are more satisfied with the sexual aspect of their
relationship (Gewirtz-Meydan & Finzi-Dottan, 2018;
Hogue et al., 2019; Muise et al., 2017).
Sexual communal motivation can lead to one of two
goals—either to approach or to avoid (Hogue et al., 2019).
Approach sexual goals include couples engaging in sexual
intercourse to benefit from positive outcomes such as
promoting intimacy or expressing love for one’s partner.
Generally, couples who have greater sexual communal
motivation use more approach sexual goals, and those who
engage in approach sexual goals tend to have higher sexual
desire and greater sexual well-being (Gewirtz-Meydan
& Finzi-Dottan, 2018; Hogue et al., 2019). By contrast,
avoidant sexual goals are used by people in relationships
who accept sexual relations to avoid negative relationship
outcomes, such as conflict, tension, or the termination of
the relationship. Individuals who use avoidant sexual goals
often use sexual relations to help them to feel more secure
about the stability and longevity of their relationship;
however, avoidant sexual goals are related to lower sexual
well-being in the relationship (Gewirtz-Meydan & FinziDottan, 2018; Hogue et al., 2019).
Engaging in sexual activity when motivated to meet only
the other person’s needs while neglecting one’s own can
have negative effects on the relationship (Hogue et al.,
2019; Kluck et al., 2018). This type of behavior is called
unmitigated sexual communion or compliant sex and is
generally engaged in by women. When women engage
in higher sexual communal motivation at the exclusion
of their own needs, they report higher sexual distress,
and both partners report lower sexual well-being and less
sexual satisfaction (Hogue et al., 2019; Muise et al., 2017).
Therefore, being motivated to have sex for one’s partner’s
needs and neglecting one’s own can be harmful to the
overall relationship. To have better sexual relationships,
couples do better when they recognize and are motivated
by an understanding of one another’s sexual needs, whether
it is interest to engage in more frequent sexual relations
or some disinterest in or lower frequency of sexual activity
(Muise et al., 2017).
Conclusion
For couples, motivations for sexual intimacy, initiation
attempts at sexual intercourse, and the desired frequency
of sexual intercourse can impact the relational outcomes of
a relationship (Gewirtz-Meydan & Finzi-Dottan, 2018;
Leavitt & Willoughby, 2014; Willoughby et al., 2014; Yoo
et al., 2014). Emotional intimacy, sexual satisfaction, and
3
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relationship satisfaction are closely intertwined for couples
and can play a significant role in the dynamics of their
relationship (Gewirtz-Meydan & Finzi-Dottan, 2018;
Leavitt et al., 2019a; Yoo et al., 2014). Research shows
that couples can improve their sexual relationship with
each other through self-awareness and communication
of their sexual needs (Yoo et al., 2014) because couples
who maintain satisfying sex lives report greater happiness
(McNulty et al., 2016; Kashdan et al., 2018), experience
long-term relationship satisfaction, have greater marital
stability (Blumenstock & Papp, 2017; Karimi et al.,
2019; McNulty et al., 2016), and feel greater emotional
connection and intimacy (Gewirtz-Meydan & Finzi-

Dottan, 2018; Leavitt et al., 2019a; Yoo et al., 2014).
Awareness and open communication can potentially assist
couples to address those behaviors that are damaging to
the relationship and help them work together to have a
more satisfying marital and sexual relationship. In sum,
individuals’ motivation for sexual intimacy combined with
their sexual intimacy initiation behaviors can lead to greater
attunement and thus a better or more satisfying sexual
frequency for couples.

Bethany Jorgensen is a Family Life graduate from

Brigham Young University and is pursuing a graduate degree
in school psychology.

References
Bagwell-Gray, M. E., Messing, J. T., & Baldwin-White, A. (2015). Intimate partner sexual violence: A review of terms, definitions, and prevalence. Trauma Violence Abuse, 16, 316–335. https://doi.org/10.1177/1524838014557290
Blumenstock, S. M., & Papp, L. M. (2017). Sexual distress and marital quality of newlyweds: An investigation of sociodemographic moderators.
Family Relations, 66(5), 794–808. https://doi.org/10.1111/fare.12285
Busby, D. M., Leonhardt, N. D., Leavitt, C. E., & Hanna-Walker, V. (2019). Challenging the standard model of sexual response: Evidence of a
variable male sexual response cycle. The Journal of Sex Research, 1–12. https://doi.org/10.1080/00224499.2019.1705960
Coffelt, T. A., & Hess, J. A. (2015). Sexual goals-plans-actions: Toward a sexual script in marriage. Communication Quarterly, 63(2), 221–238.
https://doi.org/10.1080/01463373.2015.1012216.
Emmers-Sommer, T. M. (2015). Relationship between relational status and adversarial sexual attitudes toward women. Marriage & Family Review, 51(3), 264–274. https://doi.org/10.1080/01494929.2015.1031423
Gewirtz-Meydan, A., & Finzi-Dottan, R. (2018). Sexual satisfaction among couples: The role of attachment orientation and sexual motives. Journal of Sex Research, 55(2), 178–190. https://doi.org/10.1080/00224499.2016.1276880
Gonzalez-Rivas, S. K., & Peterson, Z. D. (2018). Women’s sexual initiation in same-and mixed-sex relationships: How often and how? Journal of
Sex Research, 57(3), 1–16. https://doi.org/10.1080/00224499.2018.1489489
Grøntvedt, T. V., Kennair, L. E. O., & Mehmetoglu, M. (2015). Factors predicting the probability of initiating sexual intercourse by context and
sex. Scandinavian Journal of Psychology, 56(5), 516–526. https://doi.org/10.1111/sjop.12215
Hardy, S. A., & Willoughby, B. J. (2017). Religiousity and chastity among single young adults and married adults. Psychology of Religion and Spirituality, 9, 285–295. https://doi.org/10.1037/rel0000112
He, S., Tsang, S., & Li, C. (2013). A revision of the sexual coercion in intimate relationships scale for young adults in China. Violence & Victims. 28(3), 483–495. https://doi.org/10.1891/0886-6708.11-00124
Hernandez-Kane, K. M., & Mahoney, A. (2018). Sex through a sacred lens: Longitudinal effects of sanctification of marital sexuality. Journal of
Family Psychology, 32(4), 425–434. https://doi.org/10.1037/fam0000392
Hogue, J. V., Rosen, N. O., Bockaj, A., Impett, E. A., & Muise, A. (2019). Sexual communal motivation in couples coping with low sexual interest/arousal: Associations with sexual well-being and sexual goals. PloS One, 14(7), 1–21. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0219768
Karimi, R., Bakhtiyari, M., & Arani, A. M. (2019). Protective factors of marital stability in long-term marriage globally: A systematic review. Epidemiology and Health, 41, 1–10. https://doi.org/10.4178/epih.e2019023
Kashdan, T. B., Goodman, F. R., Stiksma, M., Milius, C. R., & McKnight, P. E. (2018). Sexuality leads to boosts in mood and meaning in life
with no evidence for the reverse direction: A daily diary investigation. Emotion, 18(4), 563–576. http://doi.org/10.1037/emo0000324
Khajehei, M., & Behroozpour, E. (2018). Endorphins, oxytocin, sexuality and romantic relationships: An understudied area. The Journal of Obstetrics and Gynecology, 7(2), 17–23. https://doi.org/10.5317/wjog.v7.i2.17

https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/familyperspectives/vol1/iss2/5

4

Jorgensen: Sexual Initiation and Frequency

Kluck, A. S., Hughes, K., & Zhuzha, K. (2018). Sexual perfectionism and women’s sexual assertiveness: Understanding the unique effects
of perfectionistic expectations about sex originating from and directed toward the sexual partner. Sex Roles, 79(11–12), 715–725. https://doi.
org/10.1007/s11199-018-0901-0
Leavitt, C. E., Lefkowitz, E. S., & Waterman, E. A. (2019a). The role of sexual mindfulness in sexual wellbeing, relational wellbeing, and self-esteem. Journal of Sex & Marital Therapy, 45(6), 497–509. https://doi.org/10.1080/0092623X.2019.1572680
Leavitt, C. E., Leonhardt, N. D., & Busby, D. M. (2019b). Different ways to get there: Evidence of a variable female sexual response cycle. Journal
of Sex Research, 56(3), 899–912. https://doi.org/10.1080/00224499.2019.1616278
Leavitt, C. E., & Willoughby, B. J. (2014). Associations between attempts at physical intimacy and relational outcomes among cohabiting and
married couples. Journal of Social and Personal Relationships, 32(2), 241–262. https://doi.org/10.1177/0265407514529067
Leonhardt, N. D., Busby, D. M., & Willoughby, B. J. (2019). Sex guilt or sanctification? The indirect of religiosity on sexual satisfaction. Psychology of Religion and Spirituality, 56(7), 899–912. https://doi.org/10.1037/rel0000245
McNulty, J. K., Wenner, C. A., & Fisher, T. D. (2016). Longitudinal associations among relationship satisfaction, sexual satisfaction, and frequency of sex in early marriage. Archives of Sexual Behavior, 45(1), 85–97. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10508-014-0444-6
Muise, A., Kim, J. J., Impett, E. A., & Rosen, N. O. (2017). Understanding when a partner is not in the mood: Sexual communal strength in
couples transitioning to parenthood. Archives of Sexual Behavior, 46(7), 1993–2006. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10508-016-0920-2
Shrier, L. A., & Blood, E. A. (2016). Momentary desire for sexual intercourse and momentary emotional intimacy associated with perceived relationship quality and physical intimacy in heterosexual emerging adult couples. The Journal of Sex Research, 53(8), 968–978.
Stephens, D. P., & Eaton, A. A. (2014). The influence of masculinity scripts on heterosexual Hispanic college men’s perceptions of female-initiated
sexual coercion. Psychology of Men & Masculinity, 15(4), 387–396. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0034639
Ulmer-Yaniv, A., Avitsur, R., Kanat-Maymon, Y., Schneiderman, I., Zagoory-Sharon, O., & Feldman, R. (2016). Affiliation, reward, and immune
biomarkers coalesce to support social synchrony during periods of bond formation in humans. Brain, Behavior, and Immunity, 56, 130–139. https://
doi.org/10.1037/t00742-000
Willoughby, B., Farero, A. M., & Busby, D. M. (2014). Exploring the effects of sexual desire discrepancy among married couples. Archives of Sexual Behavior, 43(3), 551–562. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10508-013-0181-2
Yoo, H., Bartle-Haring, S., Day, R. D., & Gangamma, R. (2014). Couple communication, emotional and sexual intimacy, and relationship satisfaction. Journal of Sex & Marital Therapy, 40(4), 275–293. https://doi.org/10.1080/0092623X.2012.751072

Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 2020

5

Family Perspectives, Vol. 1 [2020], Iss. 2, Art. 5

https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/familyperspectives/vol1/iss2/5

6

